THE DAXCE L\ THE TEXT              197
seen at after-dinner receptions at the Palace, but
most of the faces were new to me. At the far end of
the carpet was a group of gigantic, bearded figures,
their massive brows swathed in enormous turbans
tied in the Mahometan manner. In the half-light
I could see flashes of silk, the crest-lines of their head-
gear standing up like cocks'-combs; their gestures
were abrupt and bellicose, their voices clamorous.
The fete had been going on for some time, and from
the commotion, I concluded that many rounds of
whisky and champagne had gone their way.
No Europeans were to be seen and we too passed
unnoticed amongst the tunics of the Haiderabad
contingent, of Moslem chieftains from the Punjab
and notables from the Afghan Frontier. We were
blurred out of recognition by the smoke-haze, our
very presence blotted out by fumes of alcohol; all
India had the blue tent to herself.
From a pool of darkness at the side of the tent
came the throbbing of eerie dance-music played on
odd-looking instruments by an orchestra seated on
the ground. In sudden waves of sound the music
rose and fell, and singly, or face to face in pairs,
without a break, young dancing-girls moved for-
ward, their bare feet drumming silently on the sky-
blue carpet. There were about thirty of them sit-
ting, waiting for their turn, at the far end of the
silken vista. Muffled in veils, they looked like pink
and white lotus-flowers with half-closed petals.
And like a flower in a shadowed garden wakening
from sleep, aspiring sunwards and bursting into
blossom, now and again a slim, veiled form would
rise, stand forth amongst the rest, and, dancing for-
ward, preen her fluttering petals under the light,
swaying before the fitful gusts of music and quiver-
ing in brief suspense. After a while, letting the